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ABSTRACT 


The paper aims to investigate some melodic-thematic aspects of one of the masterpieces of 
Romanian music from the second half of the 20th century, Mandala by Aurel Stroe. The 
creation of the emblematic Romanian composer is distinguished not only by an acutely 
original approach, but also by the intersection of stylistic, cultural and scientific areas that 
give a special complexity to his music, implicitly also to his melodic speech. 
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1. Introduction 

Melody has always been “a universal human phenomenon”!, the musical 
factor which is most deeply embedded in the consciousness of the audience, but also 
in the stylistic memory of music history. Melody remains the main compositional 
agent visible in music, the great expression factor of the art of sounds. This paper 
will attempt to provide a perspective on the generalities that characterize this 
essential parameter of music. 


2. Melody - Analytical Generalities 

THE DEFINITION OF MELODY can be done in very diverse ways, because 
it is a notion whose degree of generality exceeds all the others. The perspectives are 
so different that the song can be described from multiple vantage points. One of the 
simplest definitions states that the melody is a succession of sonorous events, 
rhythmically arranged in time, which can be seen from an aesthetical perspective, 


1 Alexander Ringer, ,, Melody”, in The New Grove’s Dictionary for Music and Musicians, electronic edition. 
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but also technically (strictly compositionally), the two dimensions cannot be 
separated in the live performance of music. 

A first look at melody shows it as a succession of sounds distributed on the 
MUSICAL plan, according to certain cultural conventions and constraints (which 
confer it the general stylistic framework). In 1922, Busoni defined melody as a “a row 
of repeated ascending and descending intervals which organised and moving 
rhythmically contains in itself a latent harmony and which gives back a certain 
atmosphere of feeling”?. 

THE STAGES OF MELODY DEVELOPMENT correspond to a certain extent 
to “the stages of musical development, starting from the medieval times (as found 
in the Byzantine music, in the song of troubadours, in the Indian ragas and in the 
Arabic maqamat), reaching its polyphonic or harmonic forms, but also 
heterophony”’. 

The THEME represents a privileged state of melody, recognizable through 
its sounds, its melodic and rhythmic formulas, which can be analysed as such and 
penetrate deeply into the listeners’ consciousness. The theme is representative to a 
certain extent for the expressivity of the entire section which it crosses, being, in fact, 
also the element which requires the most ample and personal investment in terms 
of composition. 

THE FUNCTIONS OF MELODY: In MUSICAL FORMS, the melody plays a 
structural role, with themes which articulate the sound architecture (micro and 
macro), along with the evolution at the tonal level. These are the main criteria based 
on which we can decide to which form a certain composition belongs, but also how 
to split it and how it develops. Within the HARMONIC ART, the melody has 
acquired a harmonic support starting from the 17‘ century, and has become part of 
the homophonic ensemble of the development stage of tonality until its elimination 
at the end of the Romantic period. 

THE STYLISTIC ASPECTS OF THE MELODY support the most important 
features of the melodic-like discourse, the ones that suffer the most representative 
changes under the influence of the period, of the personal and historic context. They 
can be defined through various coordinates: 

1. THE TONAL OR MODAL FRAMEWORK: it is the one which supports 
the melodic development, influencing the melodic semantics and its technical and 
stylistic performance. The tonal or modal framework conveys to the music it 
supports an ethos which shapes the aesthetic quality of the musical piece, 


2 Alexander Ringer, ,, Melody”, 
https://www.oxfordmusiconline.com/search?q=melody&searchBtn=Search&isQuickSearch=true. 

3 Jack Perricone, Melody in Songwriting: Tools and Techniques for Writing Hit Songs, Oxford University Press, 
2018, p. 36. 
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accentuating — more when it is used by a genius — a message whose expressive force 
is undeniable. 

If this is a modal framework, we should also investigate its structure and 
origin (if it is popular/folkloric, religious or artificial - created by each composer in 
agreement with his/her expressive intentions). 

2. THE CLIMAX, performance and support: it is the most important centre 
of the stylistic structure of the melody, because it absorbs and releases all its 
energetic resources. In order to understand the melodic purpose of a certain 
discourse, one must analyse in depth the way the climax is achieved (through which 
melodic profile, at which point, in which thematic area or area of the piece, through 
which compositional means), but also the means to support it and, subsequently, to 
obtain tension release. 

The climax is the area (not only the moment, but also the bigger section) of 
maximum total tension of the musical discourse (not only melodic tension), because 
a single moment cannot coagulate all the expressive forces of a theme (and even less 
so of a section or composition). The area of maximum musical tension must not be 
mistaken for the melodic maximum (the most acute sonorous element of the 
melody). Usually, this area is structured by, supported by the convergence of several 
analytical arguments: the melodic one, the metro-rhythmic one, the musical timbre 
one, the agogic one, dynamic, perhaps even micro-formal. 

3. THE MELODIC LINE OR PROFILE: this aspect concerns the development 
of the melody (sinuous, arched — the most frequent — or linear). The most difficult 
profile to manage both from the point of view of the composition and of the 
interpretation is the linear one (especially the strictly descendent one, which starts 
with the melodic maximum). The most frequent aspect of the melodic profile is the 
arch, which entails an effort in composition dedicated to the accumulation of the 
tension needed to articulate it, but also a time for release). 

4. THE AMBITUS OF THE MELODY: it is a fundamental aspect of melody 
articulation, because it has very important stylistic implications, offering analytical 
data not only technical, but also semantic, aesthetic, with important consequences 
for interpretation. 

5. THE TYPE OF THE INTERVAL: it is essential in explaining the technical 
and semantic aspects of the melody, because the interval transfers essential 
expressive data through the intonation line. The interval can be found (in the 
classical Romantic music which is our reference point) in polarity areas such as: the 
cadence slow-leaping, diatonic-chromatic, the octave species, etc. 


3. Melodic Archetypes in Mandala by Aurel Stroe 
In Aurel Stroe’s music, the analysis of the melodic archetypes should be one 
of the main coordinates in understanding his art, because the maestro is highly 
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creative and very original in this respect. As one of the most famous personalities of 
the post-Enescu music culture, Aurel Stroe would have celebrated his 
90% anniversary on 5 May 2022, had he lived. This is an additional reason to 
investigate his creation from this point of view, creation which — because of its 
complexity — fails to attract the interest it deserves from interpreters, managers of 
public institutions and musicologists. 

One of the most important Romanian music composers, thinkers and 
teachers of the second half of the 20% century, illustrious representative of modernity 
with spiritual amplitude, Aurel Stroe was also a teacher of orchestration and 
composition at the National University of Music Bucharest (from 1962), also teaching 
classes in the USA in the period 1985-1986, in France (in 1972), in Germany 
(in 1986-1994) and in Romania (in Busteni: from 1992 and almost until his death in 
2008). 

Winner of the Award of the Romanian Academy (1974) and of the Herder 
Prize (Vienna, 2002), Aurel Stroe was interested, since the very beginning of his 
composer career, in  extra-European sound scales originating from 
(incommensurably) different stylistic and cultural areas, in extended chord systems 
from musical areas completely alien to European experiences, in various melodic 
typologies which become - in fact — characters in his creations (see the trombone 
treated as a CHARACTER in the opera Orestia II). He caused real earthquakes at the 
melodic level as well in terms of conception and sonority: he conveyed the 
catastrophe theory to music, which acts at the macrostructural level of the work of 
art (at the level of the form), but also at the microstructural one, where infinitesimal 
melodic and energy resources come into play. 

Aurel Stroe was not only an original creator, unique in the context of 
Romanian music, but also a teacher of musical consciousness through his system of 
thinking (connected to multiple extra-musical areas of inspiration), the initiator of 
new musical creation systems (based on compositions and classes of compositions, 
on morphogenetic music, composition with multiple chord systems, etc.). 

After an introduction based on generalities of melodic analysis, we intend 
to investigate several melodic archetypes found in Aurel Stroe’s masterpiece, 
Mandala on a Polyphony by Antonio Lotti (also a reflection, a synthesis of these 
elements spread throughout his entire creation). 

The first part (entitled Augmentation en boule de neige) starts from two 
elements which slowly amplify, whereas the second (Multimobile 1 aux éléments 
rétrogradables) is built on three sets of multi-mobiles which develop independently 
within a reverse rarefaction process. 

The phenomena of rarefaction-agglomeration are analysed by the composer 
and professor Dan Dediu from the perspective of “musical writing (the distribution 
of sounds within a musical structure): they are articulated starting from processes of 
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various natures (agglomeration, rarefaction, overlaps, modulation, transformation), 
distinguishing the number of plans acting simultaneously” +. 


Example 1. Aurel Stroe, Mandala, Augmentation, m. 1 


Part three follows the same coordinates (Raréfaction — région du manieur de 
gravité) legitimating the surrealist stylistics — specific to Aurel Stroe. 

Choral inharmonique (the fourth part) is articulated on the basis of a 
gradually tensing discourse, interrupted by chord interventions with various 
dissonance degrees. The choral proves another sphere of melodic existence, in which 
the melody is massaged vertically in chordal structures: concentrated in another 
dimension, the melody acquires density as an effect of specific homophonous 
simultaneity. 


4 Dediu, Dan, Cei 9 i sau cum compunem (9 I or how can we compose), Editura Didactica si Pedagogica, 
Bucharest, 2012, p. 39. 
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Example 2. Aurel Stroe, Mandala, Choral inharmonique, m. 1 


The interruptions are a specific element of the Romanian master: another 
sign of his surrealism, a way to tense and complicate his musical presence, to enter 
the effort to find the unity, energy and linearity of the melodic subject. 


Example 3. Aurel Stroe, Mandala, Choral inharmonique, lo stesso tempo 
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The fifth part contains the author's declared intention to refer to Marcel 
Duchamp’s paintings, while the following part proposed a climax — marked by the 
inclusion of a deformed, transformed quotation from Crucifixus by Antonio Lotti 
(1667-1740) on 8 voices. 


Example 4. Aurel Stroe, Mandala, Crucifixus, m. 1-5 


In this section we face a polyphonic approach to the melodic dimension, so 
that the theme of Crucifixus penetrates by imitation to each of the voices of the 
musical discourse. This multiplication of the song at the level of several voices, with 
a time lag, is part of another philosophy, in which a certain idea is hypostasized in 
several ways, with the intention of reconfirming a sound and ideational identity. 

In addition, the idea of distortion in the surreal sense of the term becomes 
active: the discourse is reshaped by seemingly illogical instances, which, however, 
measure their meaning in other semantic categories than those of Baroque — classical 
— romantic music. Everything is a search for identity, for the lost truth, for a norm 
that rearranges artistic expression according to other landmarks than the classic 
ones. 

In the second part of the Mandala, the names of the first sections are marked 
by adding bis, the composer reversing the sounds until the final procedure of 
symmetrical reduction. Reversal is not, in this case, just a well-known process of 
melodic manipulation, but it applies to the whole musical discourse: both at the 
macromusical level (at the level of the actual discursive form and structures), and at 
the micromusical level (at the level of one sound, which is noted from the end to its 
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beginning — compared to the version below the paper — with all the difficult to 
predict consequences of this phenomenon). 


4. Conclusions 

The musical discourse signed by Aurel Stroe — deeply marked by the 
originality that makes it unique place in the modern Romanian sound culture — is 
distinguished by an unparalleled complexity and diversity, by philosophical 
approaches made from multiple perspectives. Thus, his great masterpiece becomes 
a synthesis of the main compositional ways of treating the melody in multiple 
contexts and creative approaches, with different semantic and ideational functions. 
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